
PHYSICAL THEATRE 

Spring 2023 
 
THEA4351.001, Lab 4351 4500.301  
MW 2-4:30pm Office Phone: 565-2472 
3 units Office: RTFP 232 
RTFP 127 Office Hours: M-Th 4:20-4:50pm 
Prof. Marjorie Hayes Or by appointment 
  
I. PREREQUISITES 
Excellent skills in script analysis and acting.  Curiosity about alternative styles of theatre. 
Physical stamina, vocal and movement skills.  Directing conceptualization helpful. Strong 
interest in developing proficiencies as an actor-CREATOR.  
 
II. COURSE DESCRIPTION 
       
 1. Introduction 
Physical Theatre is rooted in the need of the ancient shaman to share his visions in tribal 
ceremonies uniting his community.  In our multi-cultural 21st century, physical theatre 
practitioners share their world view in productions that are neither primarily verbal nor plot 
oriented but are composed by a broad range of ideogrammatic movement.  Unaided by 
complex designs or media, the emphasis is on the actor and the action.  Patterns of texts, 
sounds, actions and images become a sensuous experience exploring the limitless potential of 
the theatre form. 
 
 2. Physical-Vocal Training:  Preparing to Act 
The training used here is derived from many sources: tumbling, commedia, mime, stage 
combat, yoga, dance.  It is designed to eliminate the physical and psychological obstacles that 
separate impulse from action.  However, the aim is not athletic development, gymnastics 
perfection, or a specific study of these disciplines, but rather, a personal investigation leading to 
the removal of the body's resistances which hinder a spontaneous and truthful reaction in a 
creative situation.  Physical and vocal exercises are taught to develop strength, coordination, 
flexibility, rhythm and harmony.  Improvisational exercises examine dramatic action, 
environment and the music of words.   
  
 3. The Actor as Creator 
This study has been designed to fully challenge actors through the theatrical realization of their 
ideas.  Instead of beginning with an analysis of a script and finding their relationship to those 
ideas, here the piece springs totally from the actor’s imaginations with text added later.  Then, 
through the completion of a step-by-step process, each actor will prepare a composition using 
movement, speech, dance, song and silence.  Using the action sequences discovered in 
rehearsal, they will develop the composition with the instructor and later with others in the 
group.  Texts can be used as an element of the composition; however the through-line is 
physical rather than verbal, intuitive rather than cerebral, and is effectively accomplished by 
students of all cultural backgrounds.  These études will form the building blocks of our Donner 
Party Project.  
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 4. Physical Theatre: The Director-Actor Creative Team 
This semester we will be working on scenes from The Donner Party created by renown theorist 
and director Herbert Blau and the Kraken company in the 70s.  
 
Synopsis 
The Donner Party created by Herbert Blau and his Kraken company of actors, tells the 
mesmerizing story of the 1846 Donner Party expedition which contained 90 emigrant families 
that took a short-cut to California, ignoring advice from native Americans and seasoned 
wilderness guides.  They became trapped in the Sierra Nevada mountains by a catastrophic 
snowfall.  Only half of the pioneers survived and by reports – some of those by cannibalism.  
This story of survival by pioneers embolden by President Polk’s commitment to manifest 
destiny is a riveting story.  The play today asks to what degree are we still in the grips of a belief 
that we are preordained to expand and settle the land; civilize and control its native peoples, 
flora and fauna; and grow the reach of Christianity.  
 
Theatrical Style 
The text was not written first but rather action sequences led with text added later.  Dialogue 
was not acted realistically but rather with a poetic attention to the musicality of the language.  
Actors became ideograms of action that aroused cultural associations in the spectator.  This 
photo from the original production captures an actor portraying one of the oxen and is an 
example of the provocative mode of expression used.  

 
 
From: Making History: "The Donner Party, Its Crossing" Herbert Blau, 
Theatre Journal, Vol. 32, No. 2 (May, 1980), pp. 141-156 (16 pages), 
Published by: The Johns Hopkins University Press 

 
The Donner Party was an amazing feat of 
physical theatre staged on a bare floor without 
scenery or special effects.  The performance 
sprung from a square dance that encircled the 
action, visually obstructing the pioneer’s 
progress.  Blau’s text does not indicate any 
movement or staging, so we must rediscover 
how to create the wagon train with only the 
actor’s bodies.  This will be a terrific challenge 
for young actors and an introduction to a new 
way of working. 
 
Groups composed of a director (with 

completion of Directing I) and actors will create scenes from the text with no technical or 
electronic resources.   
These performances will be presented at the end of the semester. 
 
In Spring of ’24, UNT Theatre will produce this play.    
 
III. CLASS GOAL 
The primary concentration of this study is first, the physical and mental training of the actor-

https://www-jstor-org.libproxy.library.unt.edu/publisher/jhup
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creator and second, the use of these sensibilities to create performance études.  It is beneficial 
to all those interested in active self-expression but especially actors, directors, playwrights and 
those concerned with the ethnographic roots of theatre.  The work's result is usually a more 
acute sense of one's ability to create and greater self-confidence.   
 
IV. POTENTIALLY OFFENSIVE MATERIAL 
 
Please be advised that this class contains the development of text and actions that may be 
considered offensive by some.  You may encounter literary and directorial points of view that 
differ from your own.  If you choose to take this course, you must perform the roles you are 
cast in.  You are required to speak the text as written and to fulfill the actions the author 
describes as the acting coach or director has interpreted them.  In theatre we seek to explore 
all possible forms of human behavior and we may at times give “voice” to characters that hold 
different views than our own. 
 
Sensitive topics will be rehearsed this semester and may include: starvation, suicide, 
cannibalism, snow blindness, hypothermia (cold), hyperthermia (heat), and murder.  
 
V. TEACHING METHODOLOGY 
 
This is a senior/graduate level training experience.  The work is physically demanding, highly 
personal, and requires a great deal of personal research and initiative. 
 
The teaching methodology will be vocal, physical and creative exercises, group interaction, peer 
review, discussion, skill training, verbal critiques and performance simulation.  There are 66 
hours of class: approximately 42 will be in scenework, 17 in exercises, 4 in script analysis, 3 in 
lecture.  
 
At times it may be necessary to ask students to demonstrate or find a more appropriate 
physical movement/posture for a scene, to observe the instructor demonstrating a more 
appropriate physical movement/posture, and/or for the instructor to assist a student in 
developing that physical movement/posture.  Any student with concerns about being touched 
while participate in improvisation, performance or instruction, is encouraged to notify the 
instructor.  
 
It is mandatory that you give your undivided attention and support to your classmates during 
their presentations.  This requires silence while they work, and you observe.  You can learn a 
great deal from watching others work.  Absolutely, no speaking, texting, learning lines or 
reading allowed in class.  Please note that it is also considered extremely discourteous to enter 
or leave the room while others are working.   
 
IV.  CLASS REQUIREMENTS 
Acceptable Student Behavior per UNT Dean of Students: 
Student behavior that interferes with an instructor’s ability to conduct a class or other students' 
opportunity to learn is unacceptable and disruptive and will not be tolerated in any 
instructional forum at UNT. Students engaging in unacceptable behavior will be directed to 
leave the classroom and the instructor may refer the student to the Center for Student Rights 
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and Responsibilities to consider whether the student's conduct violated the Code of Student 
Conduct.  The university's expectations for student conduct apply to all instructional forums, 
including university and electronic classroom, labs, discussion groups, field trips, etc.  The Code 
of Student Conduct can be found at  
 
A.  ATTENDANCE AND PUNCTUALITY 

Attendance is regulated by the University and the Department of Dance and Theatre.  
The following policy is consistent with all performance-oriented classes in the 
department. 
 

Students are expected to be present and punctual for all classes.  
 
The following policy is consistent with all acting courses in the department: 

• Students are allowed no more than a total of THREE (3) absences during the semester.  
• Students are considered tardy if they arrive for class no more than 30 minutes late. 

Arriving more than 30 minutes late for class is considered an absence. 
• Students are expected to attend class for the duration of the period. Leaving before the 

class concludes is considered an absence. 
• An occurrence of tardiness for the class FOUR (4) times is the equivalent or ONE (1) 

absence. 
• A total of (4) absences means that the highest grade the student can earn in the class is 

an F.    
 
Any student with an issue in the area of attendance and/or punctuality will be referred to the 
Acting Faculty for guidance. 
 
If a student’s absences have resulted in a grade with which they are not pleased, they may 
choose to withdraw from the class. 
 
The professor’s roll is the official record of absences and tardiness. At any point, students are 
welcome to check the grade roster on Canvas to be sure that their attendance/punctuality 
record is accurate. 

 
A.  PARTICIPATION 

1. Most of your homework will be scene work involving other people. You will to 
have to organize rehearsals outside of class that may be early in the morning or late at night, 
on Saturdays or Sundays.  You are responsible for finding rehearsal space.  You reserve space 
in the Theatre office or via Booked.  Make sure that times and places are clearly decided 
upon.  Once a plan is made, you must be there.  It is incredibly inconsiderate to make a 
rehearsal and then not show up or be grossly late.  If a problem with missing rehearsals 
occurs, do not let your work suffer, contact the instructor immediately. 

2.  Actors are responsible for clearly communicating their rehearsal schedule to 
each other. 

3. Due to the single focus nature of acting training, and to avoid disrupting your 
classmates while they are working, all cell phones must be turned off.   
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B.  COMMUNICATION 
Information regarding class will be distributed in class, via UNT email or Canvas.  Please check 
your email regularly.  It is your responsibility to be informed. 

 
C. MATERIALS 
Black, dark grey or dark navy blue workout attire.  No writing or logos on the attire.  Towel, 
water bottle.  
Appropriate dress for the character, which may include hard soled shoes, suits, dresses, etc.   
Rehearsal props as needed.  
 
D.  HOMEWORK 
All homework and papers must be typed, spellchecked and stapled.  Follow format in the MLA 
handbook: Double-spaced, 12-pt font, no larger than 1" margins, etc.  Canvas only accepts 
Word or PDF.  No pages.  
 
E.  TESTING 
Quizzes and examinations covering the information in readings and class may be given. 
 
F.  ATTENDANCE AT ALL UNT D+T THEATRE SEASON PRODUCTIONS 
See the box office for your free ticket.  Be prepared to critique the acting.  

  
G.  CRITIQUES 
Please understand that because of the large number of people involved in any production, 
suggestions and critiques by directors or stage managers will be given in public.  One aspect of 
the profession is learning to take publicly the suggestions of the director.  If you are unclear as 
to the meaning of your in-class critique, please make an appointment with the instructor to 
discuss your work.   
 
V. STUDENT OBLIGATIONS TO ACADEMIC/PRODUCTION WORK 
Theatre students are expected to budget and organize their time and efforts to meet both their 
academic and production commitments satisfactorily and on time.  The faculty and staff 
recognize that the academic and production assignments within the Department, as well as 
outside employment and other obligations, sometimes impose conflicting pressures on Theatre 
students.  One of the principal responsibilities of each student is to carefully identify and 
monitor the commitments that comprise his/her departmental assignments and outside 
obligations.  It is also important to keep in mind that production work and outside obligations 
do not constitute an excused absence from Theatre classes or from the completion of any 
required class assignments. 

 
VIII. SCENE STUDY PROCEDURES 
All furniture must be struck at the end of your scene to the prop room.  Props struck to your 
locker. 
 
IX. TEXTBOOKS 
Suggested: 
The Best Land Under Heaven: The Donner Party in the Age of Manifest Destiny by  Michael Wallis 
The Indifferent Stars Above by Daniel James Brown 
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Ordeal by Hunger by George Stewart – available at www.abebooks. Available when script was written 
Joseph Campbell THE HERO WITH A THOUSAND FACES 
 
Required: 
Jerry Grotowski TOWARDS A POOR THEATRE 
Peter Brook’s THE EMPTY SPACE 
Joseph Chaiken’s PRESCENCE OF THE ACTOR  
 
X. CLASS CALENDAR 
Our class calendar will be updated throughout the semester if illness, weather, or other 
circumstances change our class plan.  Check your UNT email or Canvas.   Research field trips 
may require rehearsals outside of the regular class time. 
 
IX. GRADING 
You will be graded on your class participation and willingness to explore, your script analysis, 
your exercises and your scene work.  Your development and artistic quality will be the main 
factor in the grades for your scene work.  Students are encouraged to make an appointment 
with the professor to discuss their work in greater detail than class critique time allows.  All 
assignments must be completed to pass the course. 
 
This is a course designed for performance majors who are intent on developing professional 
technique.  The grading standard is c = average, b= very good, a = excellent classwork, 
participation and attendance. Your final grade will be based upon these criteria with 
approximately this weight: 
 

1. Participation, Exploration and Ensemble Support =    5% 
2. Space Maintenance =       5% 
3. Development of Physical and Vocal Skills =   10% 
4. Research Presentation =         5% 
4. Research and Creative Etudes =     25% 
5. Final Project Creation and Performance =    50% 
____________________________________________ 

         100% possible 
 
X.  FINAL PERFORMANCES and MEETING 
The final project evening performances and final meeting are TBD in class.  
  
XIII. INCOMPLETES 
Only under extraordinary circumstances will an incomplete be given.    
 
XIV. WITHDRAWAL 
Should you choose to drop this course, you must initiate the drop and acquire all the proper 
signatures and paperwork.  If that process is not completed, you will be subject to a WF or F at 
the close of the semester. 
 
XV. FITNESS 
This course is designed to accommodate all levels of physical ability and fitness.  As with any 
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physical training, there will be some soreness and muscular fatigue as a result of a new use of 
the body.  This is normal and healthy.  However, you are responsible for your own health.  If you 
are in doubt as to whether you can perform some aspect of the exercises, please refrain from 
doing so until you can consult a physician.  If you need to refrain from doing significant portions 
of the coursework due to this condition, you must get written verification from a physician and 
be prepared to do alternative assignments. 
 
XVI. AMERICANS WITH DISABILITIES ACT NOTICE 
The University of North Texas makes reasonable academic accommodation for students with 
disabilities. Students seeking reasonable accommodation must first register with the Office of 
Disability Accommodation (ODA) to verify their eligibility. If a disability is verified, the ODA will 
provide you with a reasonable accommodation letter to be delivered to faculty to begin a 
private discussion regarding your specific needs in a course. You may request reasonable 
accommodations at any time, however, ODA notices of reasonable accommodation should be 
provided as early as possible in the semester to avoid any delay in implementation. Note that 
students must obtain a new letter of reasonable accommodation for every semester and must 
meet with each faculty member prior to implementation in each class. Students are strongly 
encouraged to deliver letters of reasonable accommodation during faculty office hours or by 
appointment. Faculty members have the authority to ask students to discuss such letters during 
their designated office hours to protect the privacy of the student. For additional information 
see the Office of Disability Accommodation website at http://www.unt.edu/oda. You may also 
contact them by phone at 940.565.4323. 
 
The UNT Department of Dance and Theatre Arts does not discriminate on the basis of disability 
in the recruitment or admission of students.  The content of this class requires each student to 
(a) actively participate in a safe manner and (b) spontaneously process visual and verbal cues.  
The student has the responsibility of informing the instructor of any disabling condition which 
will require modifications in assignments or exercises.  If you have a disability and feel you are 
unable to meet the requirements of this class without reasonable accommodations, please 
contact the instructor to discuss your particular disability. 
 
XVII. ACCOMMODATION  
Please let me know if you need accommodation for religious holidays or other issues.   
 
XVII. SPOT 
The Student Perception of Teaching Effectiveness (SPOT) is a requirement for all organized 
classes at UNT. This short survey will be made available to you via your laptop or cellphone at 
the end of the semester, providing you a chance to comment on how this class is taught.  I am 
very interested in the feedback I get from students, as I work to continually improve my 
teaching. I consider your “Personal Growth Assessment Assignment” and the SPOT to be an 
important part of your participation in this class.   
 

 

http://www.unt.edu/oda
tel:940.565.4323

